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TRUTH ABOUT MUSIC & MUSICIANS. 

Letter VII. — Hdmmel. 

Translated from the German by Sabilla Novello. 

Johann Nepomuk Hummel (born in Press- 
burg, Wth Nov., 1778, died VJth Oct., 1837, in 
Weimar). Hummel was, in some respects, the 
first Lizst. Both Hungarians, both, in their day, 
attained the highest proficiency in pianoforte 
playing, and made the pianoforte a fashionable 
instrument ; and both became capell-meister in 
Weimar. In other respects, they differ widely, 
which, however, I shall not discuss in this letter, 

Hummel enjoyed the privilege of being, for a 
whole year, Mozart's pupil, and dwelling beneath 
his roof. After a long artistic voyage, which, as 
a boy, he made with his father, he took lessons of 
the great contrapuntist, Albrechtsberger, and of 
Saliere : no wonder that his eminent musical talent 
made great progress, under the instructions of 
such distinguished teachers. As a pianoforte 
performer, Hummel surpassed all who had pre- 
ceded him, and executed difficulties till then un- 
known : everyone imagined he had reached the 
summit of mechanical ability. The triumphs he 
achieved in all the cities and countries he visited, 
excited (as did afterwards Lizst's successes) hosts 
of imitators ; and we may safely assert, that he 
gave the first impetus to the extraordinary im- 
provement and dissemination of pianoforte play- 
ing. Modern performers have often surpassed 
him in. mechanical execution ; but none, — ex- 
cepting, perhaps, Mendelssohn, — have approached 
him in pure classical, tasteful style. The principal 
excellence of his playing lay in strict adherence 
to time and measure : the disgusting tempo 
rubato, — that insupportable, unmeaning slacken- 
ing and hurrying of time, with which, in modern 
days, pianoforte players (and almost all singers) 
throw true lovers of Art into despair, — was hateful 
to him ; if he ever employed it, which very 
rarely occurred, it was sure to be necessary to ex- 
pression, and was then of extreme effect. In 
extemporisation on the piano, he was, and has 
remained unique, in his way ; for none has 
equalled him in smooth flow and imposing conduct 
of ideas — in harmonic, artistically correct com- 
bination of themes — and in the charming, yet 
classical forms he adopted. 

As a composer, he faithfully followed the rules 
and maxims of the three great masters ; but he 
was rich in beautiful, original, and individual 
ideas. The greater number of his compositions 
consists of variations, sonatas, romances, fugues, 
pot-pourris, trios, &c, for the pianoforte, which 
he wrote in Mozartean form, — with consistent and 
interesting principal subjects, — but on a broader 



scale, that is, embellished by most original and 
brilliant passages, such as, before his time, had 
been deemed impossible. The only weak point 
of his pianoforte concertos, is strong instrument- 
ation, which sometimes so overpowers the piano- 
forte, that it can scarcely be distinguished. 

His greatest work, without contradiction, which 
infinitely excels all his others, and which may fairly 
rank with the best ever penned by Beethoven, 
is his grand sextett for pianoforte, stringed 
and wind instruments. It contains a succession 
of the most beautiful, enchanting, original, and 
attractive subjects, in the clearest form ; and fills 
the listener with manifold, powerful, and exciting 
emotion. In this work he has shewn what a great 
and noble mind he possessed, and how truly he 
had appropriated the great maxims which I have 
shewn you to be the eternal laws of Art, in my 
letters on Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven. Un- 
fortunately, this remained his single work of such 
full completion ; in no other he attained the per- 
fection displayed in this, — in no other did he 
unite creative power, clear perception, and tech- 
nical science in so harmonious a manner, and 
compass all his talent into one brilliant focus. 

The principal cause of inferiority in his many 
other pieces, I attribute simply to his love of — 
Mammon; which, alas ! was stronger in him than 
is usual, or desirable in an artiste. His compo- 
sitions were greedily sought after, — publishers 
besieged him with orders ; and he wrote and 
wrote, for mere love of gain. No wonder that 
much was weak and unmeaning ; and has, justly 
enough, perished and been forgotten. 

He was not fortunate in dramatic music ; the 
only grand opera which has become generally 
known, Mathilde de Guise, is too close an imi- 
tation of his model, Weigl, and did not succeed, 
although full of beautiful frag ments. He shines 
more advantageously in his church compositions, 
especially in his masses. Throughout them reigns 
an agreeable, yet religious style. But even these 
are open to the general blame which I cast on all 
church music, — they are too complicated, too 
artistically contrapuntal in their construction. 

I have intentionally recalled to your memory 
this master, already forgotten by many, in order 
to recommend his works to your diligent study. 
From the best of them you may learn clear, 
beautiful form, wonderfully smooth and symme- 
trical structure of phrases, and glorious flow of 
subject. From them you may learn the irresistible 
charm of melody ; but, above all, gain knowledge 
in the art of harmony and modulation, which, 
throughout his works, are varied, beautiful, often 
majestically unexpected, but always symmetrical 
and satisfactory. In Hummel's writings you will 
not find a single harmony, a single modulation, 
however novel, original, or surprising, which will 
produce a disagreeable sensation to your artistic 
ear ; for my part, I consider Hummel, in this 
respect, to be one of the noblest and most perfect 
models I could recommend to your study. 



